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1. Pro-work Republican welfare reforms reduced poverty since 1996.  Poverty 

declined in the wake of the 1996 welfare reforms, which encouraged more 
work and less welfare dependence.  Studies1 show promoting more work and 
stronger families is the only way to really reduce poverty, suggesting the need 
to redesign more programs to better encourage work and marriage.  

 
2. Massive new government spending won’t solve poverty.  The U.S. spent 

literally trillions of dollars on welfare, food, health, and housing for the poor 
since LBJ declared war on poverty in the 1960s.  A key lesson is that massive 
government spending won’t eliminate poverty.2         

 
3. The decline of marriage is a key factor behind remaining child poverty.  The 

steady decline of marriage in the past generation has greatly contributed to 
higher poverty, especially among children.  We won’t be able to “solve” child 
poverty without reversing the decline in marriage.3 

 
4. Immigration policy and patterns contribute to higher poverty.  Recent 

immigration by large numbers of poor and unskilled immigrants has 
contributed to more poverty in the U.S.4 

 
5. Most poverty is temporary.  Fortunately, most of the poor are not “trapped” in 

poverty for long.  For example, one out of three U.S. households experienced 
poverty in at least one year of a 13-year stretch. But only one out of 20 families 
was poor in at least 10 years, and only one out of 60 stayed poor in all 13 
years. So the “permanent” poverty rate is less than 2 percent, even though the 
“official” annual poverty rate is about 13 percent.5   

 
6. “Official” poverty is overstated – including by ignoring benefits meant to 

reduce poverty.  Official poverty counts ignore billions of dollars in taxpayer 
benefits, making families appear poorer than they really are.6  If such benefits 
were counted as income, the “real” poverty rate would drop to 5 percent, 
instead of today’s official poverty rate of nearly 13 percent.   

 
7. Many apparently poor households spend far more than their “officially 

reported” income.  Measuring family wellbeing by income instead of spending 
inflates “official” poverty, especially if you only examine the fraction of 
income counted in assessing whether a family is officially poor.  For example, 
in 2004, spending by the poorest fifth of American families exceeded income 
by 95 percent – in effect, spending was nearly twice as much as income for this 
group.7   
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